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either side of his head. The Oriental wail to which he had given vent
on the boat issued again from his lips, and I thought for a second
that the bully, who had drowned my voice with his in this same room
a few days before and overcome me in a fight by cracking me
masterfully on the skull, was about to break into tears before me
and beg for my pity. I was starting to walk out to avoid this
spectacle, which would have been more than I could have borne,
when he broke off moaning and called me back.
"Where are you going ? Where are you going ?"
"To the "Cheka, of course," I answered. "I'm no Bolshevik,
Lepinsky, but Fm not taking the risk of being shot alongside a
Jewish thief.59
With a desperate shuffle of his trouser-bound legs and fluttering
shirt-tails he threw himself between me and the door again.
"You can't do that! You mustn't do that!" he screamed. "It's
not only me they'll shoot. They'll shoot my wife, my Natasha, the
Natasha you want. You can have her if you'll only help me get away.
You don't want her to die or go to prison ?"
It was a sight ludicrous beyond belief, this Jew, as tall as myself,
broader and stouter, with a jowl on him accustomed to demand
respect and a hand on the end of his arm that looked as if it might
have smashed a face to pulp, cringing before me with his trousers
down around his hairy shanks, clutching my coat, pleading for his
life and loot, scuttering behind the petticoats of his wife. I pushed
him back from me and he fell against the door.
"All right, Lepinsky, you win. If it's your only way out you can
have it. But the sooner you take your leave of me the better 111
like it."
After this little bit of melodrama, the Jew remained calmer until
we were able to take our departure.
The country through which we were to travel had only recently
been pulled out of the clutches of civil war and was still being warred
over by partisan bands whose respect for Bolshevik authority was
slender in the extreme, so our cohort of guards was raised from
twelve to thirty.
As a fighting force it was miserably small should we really meet
with any human opposition, and I had serious doubts whether it
was going to be large enough for the other job for which I wanted it,
the man-handling of our enormous heavy tug-laden barges up the
sluggish rivers, across clinging swamps, and through the weed-
overgrown canals which constituted the road mapped out for u&
For hauling-power we had been supplied with horses, and we had
power to call in the assistance of the peasants on our route, but from
the rather vague information I had been able to obtain regarding